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Chapter One: The Warning
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The tower of Archmage Greyveil rose from the hills above Hollowdeep like a crooked candle, its stones humming faintly with old magic even from a distance. Four gnomies climbed the spiral path toward it that morning, their boots crunching on gravel still wet with dew, their breath fogging in the cool air of early autumn. Grumdal Ironroot walked at the front, as he always did, his broad shoulders set and his axe slung across his back like it weighed nothing at all. Behind him came his younger brother Thaddeus, polishing the head of his warhammer with a cloth out of habit more than necessity, his holy symbol catching the light. Pip Sparkwhistle skipped along beside them, his satchel of spell components clinking with every step, while Wren Thistledown brought up the rear, silent as ever, his eyes already scanning the treeline out of old habit.

"I still don't understand why a sorcerer as powerful as Greyveil needs four gnomies to do his dirty work," Grumdal grumbled, not for the first time that morning. "Seems to me a man who can summon storms could handle a few grumpy monsters himself."

"Maybe he doesn't want to get his robes dirty," Pip offered cheerfully, hopping over a puddle. "Or maybe he just likes us. We are very likeable, after all."

"We're gnomies," Thaddeus said simply, as though that explained everything, which to him, it mostly did. "We do the work others won't. That's been true since our grandfathers' day."

Wren said nothing, but he had noticed something the others hadn't — a stillness in the birds along the path, an absence of the usual chatter of squirrels and sparrows that should have filled the morning. He filed it away the way he filed away everything, a quiet catalogue of small wrongnesses that usually meant something larger was coming.

When they reached the tower door, it swung open before any of them could knock, revealing Greyveil himself standing in the threshold, his silver beard threaded with faint motes of light that drifted and resettled with his every movement. He was older than any of them had ever seen him, lines deepening at the corners of his eyes, and there was a weariness in his face that none of the gnomies had seen there before.

"You came," he said, and there was real relief in his voice. "Good. Come in, all of you. We have little time for pleasantries."

He led them into a study cluttered with maps, jars of strange liquids, and stacks of books bound in materials none of the gnomies cared to examine too closely. He gestured for them to sit, though only Pip actually did, perching on the edge of a chair far too large for him while the others remained standing, restless with the kind of energy that always preceded a quest.

"There is a cave system beneath the eastern hills," Greyveil began without preamble, unrolling a map across his desk. The parchment showed a tangle of black lines burrowing deep into the earth, branching and twisting like the roots of some vast unseen tree. "The Hollowmaw, the old folk call it. It has slept for centuries, mostly forgotten, its monsters content to remain in the dark where they belong."

"And now they're not content," Wren said. It wasn't a question.

Greyveil's eyes flicked to her, surprised, then approving. "Precisely. For the past month, I have felt tremors in the old magic of that place — disturbances that should not exist. The creatures within stir. Things that have slept for a hundred years are waking. Something down there has upset the balance, and I do not yet know what."

"So you want us to go down and ask politely?" Grumdal said, crossing his arms.

"I want you to go down and find the cause," Greyveil corrected, though a small smile flickered beneath his beard. "Whatever it is, it must be calmed, contained, or removed before the disturbance spreads beyond the Hollowmaw's borders. I would not ask this of four gnomies if I believed it beyond you. I have watched each of you grow into your craft, and I trust no one else with a task this delicate."

Thaddeus straightened at that, pride warming his chest, though he tried not to let it show too plainly. "We won't let you down, Archmage."

"See that you don't get yourselves killed either," Greyveil said dryly, "which is the more pressing concern." He rolled the map closed but did not yet hand it over, his fingers lingering on the parchment as though reluctant to release it. "There is more you should know before you descend. The Hollowmaw is not an ordinary cave. It is old, older than the kingdoms above it, and it has never been entirely without masters."

"Masters?" Pip leaned forward, his curiosity already lit like a struck match.

"Things that rule in the dark," Greyveil said. "I do not know what dwells there now — the cave changes hands across the centuries, as caves of that nature do — but the disturbances I have felt carry the signature of something old and something hungry working in tandem. Beware the monsters you find within, gnomies. But beware their masters more. Monsters act on instinct. Masters act on intention, and intention is far more dangerous."

The room fell quiet at that, the weight of his warning settling over them like a held breath. Even Grumdal, who rarely admitted to being unsettled by anything, found himself shifting his grip on his axe handle.

"How do we even prepare for something we know nothing about?" Thaddeus asked.

"You prepare as you always have," Greyveil said, finally handing over the map. "With each other. I have seen the four of you face down trouble that would have broken lesser folk, not because any one of you was strongest, but because you moved as one. Whatever waits in the Hollowmaw, it has not faced gnomies like you before."

Wren took the map and studied it with the focus he gave to everything, tracing the largest tunnel with one finger. "There's an entrance here, near the old quarry. We can reach it by midday if we leave now."

"Then go," Greyveil said, "and go carefully. I will feel it if the balance shifts further, for better or for worse. Send word the moment you learn anything, and do not, under any circumstances, attempt to fight a master of that place alone." His gaze swept over each of them in turn, lingering longest on Grumdal, whose reputation for charging first and thinking later was well known across three villages. "Promise me that much, at least."

"We promise," Thaddeus said, before his brother could argue otherwise, earning himself a sour look from Grumdal that he pointedly ignored.

They left the tower as the sun climbed higher, the four gnomies falling into step together along the winding road toward the eastern hills, the weight of the quest settling differently onto each of their shoulders. Grumdal turned the warning over and over in his mind, already half-convinced he could handle anything the dark might throw at him. Thaddeus prayed quietly as he walked, asking whatever gods listened to gnomies for the strength to protect his brother and his friends. Pip catalogued every spell he knew that might prove useful against something old and hungry, already regretting not packing more components. And Wren watched the hills ahead, where the grass grew strangely pale near the quarry's edge, and said nothing, because some things were better felt than spoken aloud — at least until they knew exactly what they were walking into.

By the time the sun reached its peak, the quarry came into view, a great gouged wound in the hillside where stone had once been cut for the kingdoms above. At its deepest point, where the rock face crumbled into shadow, a black opening yawned in the earth, ringed by old, half-erased warning glyphs that no living gnomie could fully translate anymore. The Hollowmaw waited, patient as it had always been, and the four gnomies stood at its threshold a long moment before Grumdal, predictably, was the first to step forward.

"Well," he said, hefting his axe with a grin that didn't quite reach his eyes, "no sense standing here all day. Gnomies don't wait around for trouble. We go find it."

"That's possibly the worst attitude to have before entering a haunted cave," Pip said, though he was already moving to follow him, his staff glowing faintly to life in his hand.

"It's the only attitude I've got," Grumdal replied, and led them down into the dark.
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